An instrument for determining the amount of NIH support for clinical investigations at one academic health center.
Although interest in supporting clinical investigators is increasing, information regarding the quantity, spectrum, and specific types of clinical research performed in academic health centers (AHCs) is generally not available. The authors report on an instrument to quantify the National Institutes of Health (NIH)-funded component of clinical research at one institution. A systematic review of all NIH grants awarded to Massachusetts General Hospital (MGH) in fiscal year (FY) 1997-98 was performed using public information from two NIH Internet sources. Research abstracts from all 487 grants were reviewed and the percentage and type of clinical research activity within each was estimated and compared with estimates provided by a subset of principal investigators. During FY 1997-98, the MGH received $134 million in total NIH funding; $39.9 million (30%) supported the broadest definition of clinical research (that using human materials). When the definition of clinical research was narrowed to direct interaction between investigator and patient for investigative purposes (patient-oriented research), the total for clinical research was $18.2 million. These numbers significantly exceeded the institution's previous estimates of $.6 million for NIH-sponsored clinical trials and $2.2 million for population-based studies. Clinical investigation is an important component of AHCs' research portfolios from several perspectives, not the least of which is financial. Data on the clinical component of an institution's research effort should be collected prospectively and nationally to inform the optimal allocation of research resources and the alignment of the AHC's infrastructure.